Research shows that parity, which means having given birth to a child, is associated with a lower risk for breast cancer. This means that women who have had biological children (parous women) have less chance of developing breast cancer than women who have never had a biological child (nulliparous women). However, some studies suggest that although overall parity reduces breast cancer risk, the risk may be higher in the years following childbirth. These studies have had inconsistent results and limited ability to account for factors that may also be related to chances of developing breast cancer, such as breastfeeding and family history of breast cancer.
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What is the problem and what is known about it so far?
Research shows that parity, which means having given birth to a child, is associated with a lower risk for breast cancer. This means that women who have had biological children (parous women) have less chance of developing breast cancer than women who have never had a biological child (nulliparous women). However, some studies suggest that although overall parity reduces breast cancer risk, the risk may be higher in the years following childbirth. These studies have had inconsistent results and limited ability to account for factors that may also be related to chances of developing breast cancer, such as breastfeeding and family history of breast cancer.
Why did the researchers do this particular study?
The researchers wanted to see what happens to breast cancer risk after childbirth while accounting for other factors that relate to breast cancer risk.
Who was studied?
This study included women younger than 55 years who participated in any of 15 large studies of premenopausal breast cancer. The 15 studies were done by an international research team called the Premenopausal Breast Cancer Collaborative Group.
How was the study done?
The researchers combined information about the women's characteristics during the years when the 15 studies followed them. The characteristics included age, family history, numbers of pregnancies and births, breastfeeding, and occurrence of breast cancer. The researchers determined the risk for breast cancer after childbirth while accounting for these other factors.
What did the researchers find? Women who gave birth had an increased risk for breast cancer that was highest 5 years after childbirth. This risk slowly decreased to become the same as the risk in nulliparous women after about 24 years since giving birth. Risk was highest in women who were older at the time of childbirth, had a family history of breast cancer, or had a higher number of births. Breastfeeding did not seem to raise or lower the risk. However, the actual increase in observed breast cancer cases between nulliparous and parous women was small-if you started following women at age 41 years, there were 2 additional cases for every 100,000 women at age 45 years and 133 additional cases per 100,000 women at age 47.5 years.
What were the limitations of the study?
The researchers had limited information on the types of breast cancer the patients developed, and they could not always distinguish cancer cases that may have developed during pregnancy from those that developed shortly afterward.
What are the implications of the study? There seems to be an increased risk for breast cancer after childbirth that is highest during the following 5 years but decreases over the next 20 years. Childbirth may increase the risk for premenopausal breast cancer, but the actual increase in risk is small on the population level. 
